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The Heart-Spring of Brassbridge
Nadia Elvaren
In a canal city of steam and brass, ten-year-old Iris hears the Great Clock falter. With a map, a tuning fork, and a brass finch, she navigates the Underworks, outwits a scheming magnate, and retunes the city’s Heart-Spring. The Wind and Whistles Fair rings true as Iris returns, recognized as a young apprentice watcher.
ProseHub


    
Brassbridge Morning
The first whistle from the Great Clock Dome rose like a kettle beginning to sing, thin and silver, then fuller until the brasswork roofs of Brassbridge shook with a friendly shiver. Steam curled out of copper vents along the canal, and a scatter of gulls—real and clockwork—wheeled together over the water. The market awoke in clinks and clicks. As shutters lifted, the smell of boiled sugar and warm oil braided in the cool air.
Iris Quill knelt at her grandmother’s stall between a tray of springs and a jar of screws. She squinted at a toy hound with a stiff tail. A drop of oil, just one, and a pinch of patience—it would stop jamming. Grease had stained one of her sleeves. A smudge marked her cheek, but Iris forgot such things when a machine was stubborn. She tilted her head, listening. Click-tick. There. The tail’s ratchet had a burr.
“Hold still,” she told the toy, as if it could fidget. A brass finch perched beside the vice, cocked its head, and chirped a note. Finch had come out of a box of broken trinkets last winter, and Iris had coaxed it back to life. It sometimes repeated market cries in a tinny voice, sometimes noises nobody had spoken.
“There,” Iris said. She ran a tiny file over the ratchet tooth, wiped it clean, wound the key, and set the hound on the counter. Its tail wagged at once, then it trotted in a slow circle, tongue out. A small boy laughed and clapped.
“Mind it doesn’t jump into the canal,” Granny Mags called, her needles clicking as she stitched a pocket for a vest. She wore a thimble on her thumb with a dent from long years. Her gray hair was rolled up beneath a net dotted with beads like raindrops. “Iris, love, no freebies. Two buttons and a smile won’t pay rent.”
The boy’s mother handed over three bright buttons regardless, and a warm roll wrapped in paper. Iris handed back the toy and tucked the roll under the bench for later.
“Wind and Whistles Fair by week’s end,” Granny said, nodding toward the banners fluttering from the bridge. “You’ll hear them tune the city from the Dome. A finer thing than any circus.”
“I’ll be there,” Iris said. She had imagined the fair since spring: tall brass horns that sang, kites shaped like whales and fish tugging at moorings, lanterns that switched on like stars when you clapped. She would stand at the rail and feel the city’s beat in her palms.
A tug glided down the canal, pistons puffing. On its deck, a woman balanced a tray of candied nuts. The air popped with steam and laughter. Finch clipped off a copy of the tug’s horn, then warbled something Iris didn’t recognize, a dissonant little hiccup of sound. She was about to ask what it meant when the Great Clock’s whistle slid, just a hair, off its note.
The sound was small, a wobble you could miss if you didn’t listen. But the canal held its breath. Iris felt it through the boards: a lag, like a foot slipping on a step it knows. The market paused mid-clatter. Someone’s spoon stopped just shy of a cup. Across the way, one of the lamplighter apprentices straightened from his morning polish, his cloth hanging still in his hand.
Then the whistle steadied. People laughed it away, voices bouncing back, but Iris’s gaze lifted to the glass ribs of the Dome. She had seen the keepers tune it before, hands precise, faces grave as doctors. The city piped air and steam like breath; the Dome listened like an ear.
A gentleman in a coat the color of dried plums stepped to their stall. A licorice stick peeped from his pocket. His hair was neat as a comb’s teeth. He tapped his walking stick once. “Mags Quill,” he said, smiling. “Tell your granddaughter to keep nimble fingers out of the Underworks while the grown folk fix things.”
Granny’s needles stopped. “Good morning to you as well, Mr. Vane,” she said. “We’re not in the habit of sending children into the pipes.”
“Of course.” Mr. Vane’s eyes flicked to Iris’s hands. “A shame to waste such skill on trinkets. There’s work to be done for those who can see the larger picture.” His smile did not reach his eyes. He turned when his assistant called, and as he moved away, something slid from his portfolio and fluttered to the ground.
Iris saw it first: a folded paper marked with a set of circles and lines. She crouched and pinched it up, heart pattering. It was a map, of sorts, drawn in thick pencil. Along the canal there ran a row of numbered valves. Some had been crossed with neat strokes of red wax. Beside one circle—17-B—a V was stamped in violet ink.
She slipped the map into her satchel before Mr. Vane or anyone else noticed. Finch clicked and gave a little tremulous trill. Iris let out the faintest breath. Her fingers hummed. She wanted to show Granny, but not with Mr. Vane still near.
The town crier clanged his bell at the bridge. “By order of the mayor! Until further notice, no unauthorized persons below street level! No visitors to the Underworks! The Great Clock keepers will address the irregularity!”
There were grumbles, but most nodded. Iris watched a team in blue coats hurry toward the Dome, tool-rolls on their shoulders, a steady purpose in their stride.
“You heard,” Granny murmured without looking up. “We’ll keep to our business.”
“We will,” Iris said, and meant it then. But the map in her satchel felt like a warm coal.
When the rush eased, Iris carried a repaired music box to a spice seller. On the way back, she took the long path by Gull Bridge. A poster there showed a smiling balloon and a marching band. Beneath the poster, a pipe seam hissed a thin, unhappy note. Iris put her ear to the metal. It sounded like… someone tapping far away.
She went back to the stall, her mind full of gears and wax seals. Finch hopped from her shoulder to the bench and back, restless as a thought you can’t quite catch.
They lived one floor up, in rooms that smelled of tea, beeswax, and machine oil. Iris washed her hands in a basin by the window. The soap was rough, salted with grit, and left her skin tight. She liked that feeling, as if she could grip the world better. Granny set the kettle on the little stove and watched over it the way she watched over Iris, steady and near but not always explaining.
“What’s in your satchel?” Granny asked. Her voice was not sharp, just curious enough to make lying heat Iris’s ears.
“Only screws and the last of the rolls,” Iris said. She pulled out the paper, hesitated, then set it on the table. “And this.”
Granny’s eyebrows climbed. She didn’t touch the map right away. “Where did you get it?”
“It fell,” Iris said. “Mr. Vane dropped it. It has… valves. Some marked. A V by one.”
Granny did not smile. She drew the map closer and studied the marks as if they might jump. “The Underworks are no place for a child,” she said softly. “We mind the ground we stand on.”
Iris waited. The kettle simmered like quiet laughter, then sighed. Finch clicked its beak on the windowsill.
“The Heart-Spring winds everything,” Granny went on. “It sits under the city in a nest of glass and clamps. If it weakens, we all feel it. But you will not go looking for it.” She touched Iris’s cheek with a knuckle. “Promise.”
“I promise,” Iris said. Promise and plans can sit side by side without touching, for a time.
After supper, Granny fell asleep in her chair with the paper spread over her lap. Iris lifted it, careful as if it were a sleeping cat. She traced the route with one finger: along the canal, down behind Gull Bridge, past a mark called The Whispering Junction. Someone had sealed certain valves with plates. Why? To save steam for something else? The Deep Spire’s zeppelin yard drank steam like a giant.
Finch shifted on the rail and made the hiccuping note again. Iris glanced at the bird. “What are you telling me?” Finch pecked the map where the red cross marked 17-B.
Outside, Brassbridge glowed. The pipes along the roofs breathed in warm strokes. Somewhere a kettle whistled sharp, then dead, then sharp again. Iris pictured the Domed keepers frowning, listening. She folded the map and slid it into her satchel once more, the way she might tuck a secret under her pillow.
She lay in bed a long time, the city’s low hum a quilt around her. When the last street hurdy-gurdy quieted, and only the soft shudder of passing tugs rippled the underside of the floor, Iris heard it again: a sequence of taps, far through metal. Tap-tap, pause, tap. It came and went like a question.
Morning arrived with a cinnamon smell from the bakery downstairs and a chorus of whistles across the water. Iris’s promise and her curiosity tugged at opposite sleeves until her shoulders ached. She helped open the stall, wiped the glass on the case, sorted a new lot of buttons. Mr. Vane did not pass. The Great Clock’s song did not wobble again. For a while she kept to her ground.
By midday the market heat rose with the steam. The boards beneath Iris’s boots were warm, and the canal’s surface threw back the sun in sharp pieces. Finch followed her in quick jerks from bench to rail, the small gears inside its chest ticking a fraction faster than usual.
“I’ll carry this to Mr. Pottle over by Gull Bridge,” Iris told Granny. She held up a box of rivets as proof. Granny eyed her, then nodded. “Straight there and back.”
Iris tucked the map deeper in her satchel, told herself she would only look, only listen. Gull Bridge cast a curved shadow over the water where weeds gathered and tiny motorboats nosed at the stone. Under its arch, the air was cool and tasted like wet coins. Pipes ran along the underside, each labeled in stamped tin. She pretended not to read them. But there it was: 17-B.
Someone was already there. A man with hair like pipe smoke and goggles perched on his forehead knelt by a basket of oddments. A sign hung above him: Aloys Hobb, Torches, Keys, and Candles. He looked up, his eyes the yellow of old paper, and smiled the way people do when they recognize a kind of hunger.
“Child,” he said, “you have the look of someone who hears what metal says.”
“I was only delivering rivets,” Iris said, aware of the sudden weight of her satchel.
“Of course.” He pushed a small sphere across the stone. It was a puzzle box, pierced with tiny star-shaped holes, hinged along invisible seams. “When something troubles me, I ask my fingers to busy themselves. It keeps the worry from running off with my feet. This has three keys. None of them fit as they are. Would you like to see how they could?”
He didn’t say: Do not go below. He didn’t look at her satchel. He only turned the sphere so the holes caught the bridge-light.
Iris reached with both hands at once, then laughed and took one key. It was too long. She tried another. Too short. The third would fit if she turned it while she pressed the seam above. The sphere clicked, not open, but curious.
Hobb’s smile deepened. “I will be here tomorrow, and the day after, if tomorrow is unfair. Bring me anything that does not sit right in your mind. We will worry at it together.” He tapped his knee. “I don’t go far these days. But I remember the sound of 17-B when it’s right.”
A barge horn called. Iris started. She slipped the key puzzle back. “I have to take the rivets.”
She climbed the steps into sunlight. Heard laughter, smelled sugar again, and felt the map against her side like a heartbeat. When she reached the stall, Granny was wrapping a scarf for a lamplighter and didn’t ask where the minutes had gone.
That night, Iris studied the star-shaped holes by candlelight, then leaned the puzzle sphere against her lamp so its tiny windows made constellations on the ceiling. The city breathed. The taps came and went, and a note inside her answered.

    
Underworks Whispers
By morning her answer had a shape. Iris slid the map into her satchel, kissed Granny’s cheek, and picked up a coil of wire as if she carried nothing but errands. “I’ll stop at Hobb’s,” she said, casual as bread.
“Ask him if his cousin still has the good wicks,” Granny said, then narrowed her eyes. “And keep clear of the water stairs. They’re slick.”
The water stairs were slick, and the alleys were wet with steam where pipes sweated against shaded walls. Iris took them anyway. Cooling fins hummed like bees. The city’s voice came up under her boots with each step. Finch kept pace, sometimes jumping to a window box, sometimes riding her shoulder, head low as if listening too.
Aloys Hobb’s table held a nest of metal insects that did not move, a velvet tray with three keys, and a brass bowl filled with screws so tiny they looked like seeds. Behind him, the pipe labeled 17-B wore a new smear of grease.
“It twisted again in the night,” Hobb said, before she spoke. “I could hear it like a cough in my cellar. Show me what you brought.”
Iris laid the map open. The red crosses and violet stamp seemed to glow against the damp stone. Hobb’s face did not change. He leaned closer, nose almost touching the paper.
“Someone’s sealing bypasses,” he murmured. “Not broken. Sealed.” His gloved finger traced a sequence. “Seventeen-B, nineteen-A, twenty-two, twenty-three. Odd. They’re spreading stress patterns, like putting short nails in a door when long ones are needed.”
“That would make the Heart-Spring tired,” Iris said. She could picture it, glass ribs flexing, clamps whining.
“It would,” Hobb said. “It will.” He reached under the table and brought up a small box, latched with a clip shaped like a moth. When he opened it, a flat instrument lay on felt. Four vanes like wings quivered when he breathed on them. A blue needle quaked and settled, quaked and settled. “A compass for sour steam,” he said. “When gas vibrates wrong, this complains. Hold it near your ear. It hums.”
Iris lifted it, and the vanes ticked a faint beat that tickled her palm and made her smile in surprise. “I can listen with my hand.”
“You can,” Hobb said. “You will find new marks in the Underworks. The person placing them will have clean boots and a faint smell of licorice. If you see him, you will turn around.” His voice held no drama. “Do not be foolish alone.”
“I won’t be alone,” Iris said. Finch peeped. “Mostly.”
Hobb took a breath like a held chord. “When you have undone what shouldn’t be done, the Heart-Spring will start to sing true. But there is a crack growing. I feel it through my tongue on my teeth. I can teach you a note to help it hold for now.” He struck a tuning fork against the table. The sound was clean and thin, climbing inside Iris’s bones.
She hummed to match it without thinking. Hobb’s eyebrows rose. “Good,” he said simply, and tucked the fork away. “Go down by the old vinegar warehouse. The floor-grates there lead to nineteen-A.”
Iris tucked the sour-steam compass in her pocket and the note in her throat. She walked away quick as a mouse, Finch flittering ahead.
The grates were rusty, the bars shiny where many boots had gone before despite any ban. She lifted one and lowered herself into warm air that stroked her cheek, down a ladder that shook with the city’s faint tremor. Pipes wrapped the tunnel like vines. Signs hung at intervals, stamped letters catching the bent light. The humming grew louder. The sour-steam compass fluttered like a nervous moth.
If she had come alone, she might have wandered past the turning Hobb had intended. But at the second caged lamp, a boy in a lamplighter’s cap leaned against the wall, boots scuffed, a cloth over one shoulder.
“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, not unkind. He had freckles across his nose in a scatter like sawdust.
“I know,” Iris said. “Neither are you.”
“I am if I’m fixing lamps,” he said, and tipped his cap. “Rowan. My uncle mops floors above the Dome. I help when I can. What’s that?” He nodded at Finch, who flicked its tail and clicked.
“A friend,” Iris said. “Do you know where nineteen-A is?”
Rowan hesitated, then grinned. “This way.” He led them along a walkway that sang, one plank bass, one treble. The tunnel smelled of vinegar from old barrels, then sweet from a burst of molasses, then only metal. Iris kept one hand on the railing and one on the compass. The vanes trembled harder, then settled.
“Here,” Rowan said. A metal plate had been fixed over a valve wheel. The plate was new, rivets bright as coins. Someone had stamped a violet V into the corner. Iris pressed her ear to the plate and heard a stuck cough behind.
She set down her satchel and took out a thin chisel, the kind she used to loosen pins without cracking them. Rowan watched, eyebrows up. “You going to knock it off?”
“No,” Iris said. She wedged the chisel under a rivet and turned, slow-slow, to feel how tight it was. She flicked her gaze to the compass—its needle jittered. Finch gave a short, breathy whistle that matched the twitch. “If I pry the left pair first the stress will pull to the right and warp the valve. Hold this.”
Rowan held the lamp so shadows ran the other way. Iris worked right side first, top-most rivet, then its opposite, then the lower two. The last one squealed and popped. The plate came off like a lid. A fist of hot air punched out, not enough to knock her over, but a definite complaint. Iris leaned her ear to the wheel. It did not want to turn. She hummed Hobb’s thin note, barely a breath. She felt the wheel relax, just a fraction. It shifted.
“Do it again,” Rowan whispered.
She hummed into her cupped palm and pressed it against the stem. The wheel gave, then spun half a hand. A far hiss became a moving rush. Somewhere above, a whistle climbed to a note that fit in the ear instead of snagging on it.
Rowan whooped. “You tuned it!”
“Not alone,” Iris said, heart racing in a happy stutter. “Let’s find twenty-two.”
They climbed and ducked and crossed three narrow bridges, one more gap than Iris preferred between planks and boiling mist. To the left, a pipe wept bright drops. Rowan ripped a bit of rag and pressed it in until a mechanic could see it properly. The tunnel opened into a junction where six lines met in a kiss of complicated metal. A plaque on the wall read Whispering Junction. It was called that for good reason. Every seam there seemed to mutter.
“It’s beautiful,” Iris said, and meant it. Sometimes machines were as pretty as any painting.
The plate on twenty-two had no violet stamp. Instead, it wore a smear of wax with a print in it, the cross-hatch of a gloved palm. Iris put her nose close and sniffed. Yes: licorice.
The catwalks to the next valve were not simply narrow. One had a missing rail, and another listed toward a steam vent that roared at intervals, hot as soup air. Iris watched the period between blasts and counted under her breath. Finch mimicked her rhythm in a quieter chirp, which helped.
Rowan tested a plank with his foot. “Balanced as a drunk on a fence,” he said. “We could go around.”
“And lose an hour,” Iris said. The sour-steam compass shivered so hard it ticked against her skin. She scanned the bolts and picked three that would lift with the least squeal. The third screamed anyway, a saw-tooth sound. She froze, breath in her throat.
Footsteps. Voices. She and Rowan glanced at one another. Rowan pointed to a low crawlspace under a duct. Iris slid in, satchel on her chest. The air there smelled of metal and vinegar. Finch tucked its head under its wing and went still as a toy again. Two men in tidy coats passed. Their boots were new and black. One had a smear on his cuff like tar. The other chewed something with a sweet smell.
“We’ll have the last of them sealed by dusk,” said the first. “Mr. Vane wants the Spire in full draw for the yard.”
“We could do it faster if the keepers would stop chasing us,” the second said, with a laugh that didn’t ripple any smile. “But slow makes a better case.”
Their steps faded. Iris let her breath out. Her palm had imprinted bolt-head marks onto the map.
“I don’t like them,” Rowan whispered.
Iris didn’t either. She wriggled forward to the valve, checked the rivets, and set to work fast and quiet. This time she eased the plate off without a sound. The wheel beneath had been greased too much, an odd way to stiffen it. Grease could be like glue if you did it wrong.
“I think they’re making the struts carry the wrong forces,” she said. “Like putting your weight on the wrong side of a ladder.”
“That’s mean,” Rowan declared. “You’re sure you want to go on?”
“Yes,” Iris said. “I’ll be careful.” She hummed the thin note as she turned the valve. It loosened, sighed, and settled into a pace that made sense again.
They worked together for another hour. Rowan went ahead to unhook a chain; Iris followed to set a wheel right-side. Once they had to stop while a maintenance trolley rattled past, a watchman asleep on top, his hat over his face, unaware of the children below. The trolley’s clatter made the pipes chatter like teeth.
On a high catwalk they reached a gap too wide to step and too narrow to despair. A maintenance trolley waited, a hand lever primed. Rowan grinned. “Race?”
“Not racing,” Iris said, though she grinned back. She checked the track, the lever pins, the stop block. Satisfied, she climbed aboard. They took turns pumping. The trolley sang as if happy to be used. Wind pushed their hair back. Finch stood on the lever and spread its tin wings.
Halfway over the gap, the steam vent coughed early. Hot vapor rolled like a blanket. Iris flattened, feeling her eyelashes bend. She counted, waited, reached. Rowan’s hand closed over hers, and they finished the crossing in a breathless laugh.
On the far side, Iris found another plate, this one disguised as a gauge face. She pried at the rim, hummed, and felt the needle inside settle like a sigh. She imagined the Heart-Spring far away, listening.
They were not alone for long. At a bend where the tunnel rose toward the Spire, a man with a mustache that sharpened his whole face stepped from a doorway. His coat fit like armor. His boots showed no scuffs. He smelled faintly sweet.
“Children,” he said, as if the word itself was a mistake he intended to correct. “You are trespassing. The Underworks are dangerous.” He held out a hand. “Give me that map.”
Rowan shifted closer to Iris. Finch turned its head and pecked the air, clicking its beak. Iris stood straight. “We’re helping,” she said. “You’re… making it worse.” She didn’t know what else to name him, so she did not. He laughed, a short bark.
“You don’t grasp the scale,” the man said. “Mr. Vane’s plans will make Brassbridge soar. The yard needs steam. The city will learn to bend or we will break it and build it better.”
“Break first and call it building,” Rowan muttered.
The man stepped forward. Finch darted toward his gloved hand and struck the violet V stamped there with its beak, quick as a mosquito. He yelped and snatched back. In that beat, Iris pulled Rowan sideways and they slid past him through a narrow cut under the pipes. Steam hissed. The man tried to follow, swore as his coat caught. By the time he tore free, they were down the ladder and along the lower run where he could not fit.
“Fast,” Rowan puffed. “Left—no, left after right!” He knew the twists better than any grown map.
They came out into a chamber as tall as a church. Iron ribs arched overhead. The floor was grating over darkness. In the center, behind glass like a bell jar, the Heart-Spring coiled, silver on silver, layers on layers. It did not turn as smoothly as Iris had imagined. No, not turn. It breathed. And in one place, a fine line ran along it, a hairline like a drawn breath held too long.
Iris felt her own breath hitch. She pressed her hand to the glass and felt it cool and faintly vibrating, like a cat’s purr when the cat is unwell. The note Hobb had given lived in her throat as if it had always been there.
“We can’t fix the crack,” Rowan whispered.
“No,” Iris said. “But we can ease it.” She hummed until her chest tingled. The spring’s tremor changed, just a shade. A watcher on a catwalk above glanced down. He wore the blue of the keepers. He lifted a hand in warning, then in a small, surprised salute. He must have recognized what they were doing.
They moved on, not waiting for the mustached man to find a way around. Back at the bridge, breathless, Iris found Hobb waiting with a cloth bundle.
“I heard her change,” he said, the way one might speak of a friend behind a wall. He opened the bundle. Inside lay a slender bar of steel, notched like a fork. Its handle had been wrapped with leather that held the impression of another’s hand. “This key is tuned to the spring’s old song. If the man you met is who I think he is, he will try to change it completely tonight. He will close the last valves from Smokestack Spire and claim the city dies without his help.”
“I can’t let that happen,” Iris said. Her voice shook. “We’ll go up there.”
Hobb studied her a moment, then nodded as if agreeing with himself. “Take the service elevator behind the vinegar warehouse. At the second landing, wedge the door with a bolt, or it will slam. Remember to breathe when the air feels thin. And if you must be brave, be clever first.”
The fork felt solid. Finch chirped a note exactly between Iris’s humming and Hobb’s fork. Rowan touched the prongs and jerked his hand back, surprised by how alive it felt. They each nodded, as if at a pact. Iris looked once toward the Dome. It counted the hours steadily. The fair banners snapped. The city waited.

    
Smokestack Spire
Smokestack Spire rose like a bundle of organ pipes into the hazy afternoon, tethered by catwalks and cables. Balloons nested along its middle tier, stitched panels of canvas patched in a thousand handwritings. The yard beyond coughed smoke in square breaths. Iris and Rowan stood in the shadow of barrels, the Spire’s elevator doors gleaming a scratchless brass. Finch perched on Iris’s shoulder, so light she could forget it until its feet shifted.
“The service lift,” Rowan said, nodding toward a narrower door hidden behind a stack of vinegar crates. “Looks like a cupboard, but it climbs like a spider.”
Inside, the lift smelled of old leather and polish. A plaque listed floors from Foundry to Regulator. Iris wedged the second door with a bolt from her pocket. The car jerked and rose. The city peeled away in slices through the wire lattice: market roofs, the dome ribs, a laundry line like a string of flags. Iris’s stomach reminded her that heights put water in her knees. She told it to hush.
On the fourth floor, voices rose through the gate. Iris and Rowan flattened against the paneling. “We’ll present the contract tonight,” a low voice said. “They’ll have no choice.” Another voice—clearer, colder—answered, “When the Fair fails to ring the city into a single tone, we will save it in the morning. Put the fear first.” Licorice sweetened the air.
Rowan’s eyes met Iris’s. Mr. Vane.
The lift opened onto a hallway lined with glass cabinets stuffed with parts: rows of pressure gauges like pocket watches, coils of pipe, a rack of shining bolts. A woman in a blue keeper’s coat stood at a desk in a side office. Her hair was pinned, a pencil behind her ear like a tucked wand. She glanced up. Iris felt a tug of recognition—this was the watcher who had saluted. His badge read Calder.
“You’re miles from the market,” Ms. Calder said calmly. “And I suppose you aren’t delivering pastries.”
Iris swallowed. “I am delivering a message,” she said. “The valves are being sealed to make the spring strain. Mr. Vane means to sell us a different heart.” She held up the map.
Ms. Calder’s mouth tightened, not at Iris, but at the paper. “We suspected. But we have no proof that they are the ones…and the mayor likes things tidy.” She rubbed a smudge from the glass on her desk. “If I can route a signal to the Dome, we might slow them. But everything goes through the Control Aviary, and Vane owns half the birds.”
Iris remembered the mechanical pigeons that cluttered market ledges at dusk, each with a copper tube under its wing for slips of paper. “We can send a bird by hand.”
Rowan whistled Finch’s chirp. Finch answered, the same small leap of sound that had become their sign.
“Go,” Ms. Calder said, surprising herself as much as them. She pressed a key into Iris’s palm. It was long and thin and a hair bent, like a finger crooked in disbelief. “This opens an old service door by the Aviary. And take this.” She handed Rowan a pouch that clinked. “Lightning eggs. Smoke powder. Don’t break them unless you intend to run.”
The hall beyond the office throbbed with machinery. Iris held the tuning fork and the sour-steam compass as if they could anchor her to the right path. The fork’s prongs tingled against her fingers. Rowan rolled his shoulders like a boy about to climb a tree.
They crept along a catwalk that crossed a chamber of gears. The teeth turned slow and patient. A wrong hand would be bitten off, and Iris liked her hands. She kept them tight to her ribs. Overhead, a series of pulleys glided without hurry, hauling mail carts along taut ropes. The thin wires sounded notes when the carts went by, a harp strummed by friction.
The Control Aviary vaulted high, an indoor courtyard of perches and wire, a forest of telegraph cables, each threaded with brass pigeons. Tiny red and green lamps marked perches. Men in suits moved about with restful steadiness, faces unreadable. Iris breathed through her nose and counted to quiet her heart. Finch trembled and then went still as gears settle.
Ms. Calder’s key opened a panel hidden behind a ball of bundled cable. Inside were ropes, a ladder, and the smell of oil sweetened by metal feathers. Rowan tied the panel back. “We send one bird and one bird only,” he said. “If more than one flies wrong, they’ll notice.”
They climbed. At the third tier, Iris found a pigeon no one watched. She stroked its wing joint, found the copper tube snugged underneath, and slipped in a scrap she had scrawled on in pencil: VANE SEALS VALVES. HEART- SPRING STRAINS. NEED WATCHERS AT SPIRE. She added a sketch of the violet V and Mr. Vane’s sharp profile with the licorice. She clipped the tube, whispered, “Please,” and released.
The pigeon leapt into the air and whirred down a wire corridor like a thought suddenly sure of itself. For a heartbeat and one more Iris felt certain it would snag. It didn’t. It vanished through a slot toward the Dome.
“All right,” Rowan said, blowing out a breath. “Now we cut pressure to Vane’s yard.”
They slipped into a low room where the Spire’s distribution drum hummed. A board of levers faced them, each with a number and direction. A warning plaque read: Unauthorized Hands May Cause Harm. Iris’s hands shook. She took them away and looked instead, carefully. The levers for the yard had been heavy-wired. A padlock held two together.
“Lightning egg?” Rowan suggested, half joke, half prayer.
“Not yet.” Iris traced the wires back and found a junction box with an old-style latch. She used Ms. Calder’s bent key to lift it. Inside, three wires crossed like crossed arms. Someone had daisy-chained a bypass. Iris grinned. If she took the bypass off, the levers would not starve the rest. She loosened the screw, jaw tight. The compass in her pocket quieted, the vanes settling like moths on a windowsill.
Alarms did not sing. No stampede of boots came. Rowan sagged in relief against the wall. “You’re terrifying when you smile like that.”
“Hold it just there,” a voice said behind them, and the frightening feeling returned. A brass hound stood in the doorway, tail a flexible cable, teeth polished to points. Behind it, two guards held clubs with the bored focus of men about to yawn. Garlik, the mustached man, stepped forward and folded his arms. A faint bite of licorice turned the air sweet.
“Enough,” he said. “Children. Traps. Keys. I’m not impressed.”
Rowan took Ms. Calder’s pouch, met Iris’s gaze, and found the answer in the tiny shrug of her shoulder: yes.
He dropped a lightning egg, then another. They snapped with a sound like someone shaking tin sheets during a thunder play. Sparks jumped bright. Smoke sprang up, thick and gray. The brass hound lunged, but misjudged in the haze and smacked into the lever board with a clong. Iris saw the shadow of its tail and rolled under it, fingers to ground, the way Granny had taught her to escape gnashing dogs in stories.
“Left!” Rowan shouted through coughs.
They ran along a rim, down steps narrower than comfort, into a corridor marked Valve Master. The alarms began now, not howls but single notes repeated, pigeons’ twin tocs in the Aviary above. Iris’s chest ached, but her legs didn’t hear the ache. They carried her into the next room.
The Valve Master Room was full of dials and gauges the height of Iris’s shoulders, each needle sitting at a polite angle, none breaking its limits, but many leaning wrong. In the center of the far wall stood a round window of thick glass. Behind it lay the upper throat of the Heart-Spring’s glass nest, lit from below by scattered lamps like ship’s lanterns lost under water. The hairline Iris had seen from the lower chamber traced the curve like a silver thread held too tight.
Mr. Vane waited with his back to the glass, hands linked behind him, head inclining as if listening to applause only he could hear. Garlik and two guards flanked him. He smiled when he saw the children and tipped an invisible hat.
“You can say I told you so to your old man someday,” Mr. Vane said to Rowan. “The city must feed its useful parts first. The rest is to be trimmed.”
“It isn’t a hedge,” Rowan said. His anger sharpened his words, and Iris worried it would cut his throat.
Mr. Vane turned to Iris. “You again,” he said. “With your useful fingers, wasted on toys. We could find work for hands like that.” His voice softened as if he offered sweets, which he did. He produced a licorice stick and chewed the end. He looked past her, at the fork in her belt. His eyes changed. “Give me that.”
“No,” Iris said. “I’m going to use it.” She wasn’t sure how, not yet. But she had an idea like the beginning of a bridge.
Ms. Calder slipped into the doorway with two more keepers behind her, faces set. “We have your map,” she told Mr. Vane. “And your initials on contracts. The mayor sent a runner. He is on his way.”
“Too late,” Vane said, almost gleeful. He jabbed a lever all the way down. A note in the walls dropped a step. “The only way to straighten her now is with my spring, made in my yard.”
Iris closed her eyes and listened past his voice, past the machines’ metallic field, and heard the spring like a patient who was good at not crying. She struck the tuning fork on the metal foot of a gauge. Its note laced the air like a wire. She held it near the window and hummed until her mouth buzzed. A gauge needle twitched. A tremor shifted along the spring’s surface and went slack, then taut. The hairline glinted.
“If we adjust the distribution drum,” Ms. Calder said, eyes on Iris’s face, “can you hold that note?”
“I can try,” Iris said, and kept the hum even. Her lungs demanded breath; she gave them what she could spare. The fork’s handle warmed.
Mr. Vane slammed another lever up. “Don’t touch my adjustments,” he snapped. He cut the flow to the southern pipes hard. Alarms chirped. The brass hound shouldered through the door behind Ms. Calder. Rowan flung a smoke egg at it. The beast’s snout sparked and went dull; it whined like a kettle cooling.
“Let me make a deal,” Iris said, surprising herself. “If I retune her enough that the Dome sings true, you open every sealed valve and stop the spire draw. If I can’t, you can… brag that you were right.” She tasted the word brag like a medicine she didn’t want.
Mr. Vane’s teeth showed. “You are a child,” he said, delighted by his own line. “But I am bored. Very well.” He spread his hands. “Impress me.”
Ms. Calder gestured, two keepers hurried to the distribution drum controls, and Iris stepped to the window, fork in one hand, other hand on the glass, imagining it not as a barrier but as a second ear. She hummed until the upper bones of her cheeks tingled.
It was not like fixing a toy. The spring did not yield like a stubborn ratchet when you press just so. It was loud and quiet at once, a choir with a whisper in the back that mattered more than the front. Iris listened for the whisper. The fork sang the true note. She matched it, breath careful. Ms. Calder and the keepers rolled pressure down one run, up another, as if smoothing wrinkles from a blanket. The gauges dipped and rose. The room’s heat pushed sweat down Iris’s back. Finch perched on the edge of a pipe and repeated, soft-soft, the smallest thread of Iris’s note.
Something gave in the spring, a hitch undoing. Iris felt it in her teeth. The hairline did not vanish, but it stopped crawling. The Great Clock’s distant whistle, as if hearing far cousins hum, steadied a degree.
“Enough,” Mr. Vane snapped. He lunged forward, grabbed at the fork, and yanked. The fork fell from Iris’s fingers. Finch darted and caught it by the leather wrap with its beak, wings buzzing, and took two beats to bring it back to her hand. In those two beats, Vane threw his weight into the distribution drum lever. The drum stuttered, then jammed with a clank like a bucket falling down a well. A gasket blew, steam screaming. The air washed hot across faces.
“Hold her!” Ms. Calder cried. “The safety latch!” A red wheel sat above the drum, a hand’s reach too high for Iris, shaped like a flower you had to turn at its petals all at once.
“I can’t reach,” Iris gasped. Rowan already moved. He scrambled up the frame as if it were a tree, boot on a bolt, hand on a seam. He reached. Finches and pigeons burst into their different songs in the Aviary beyond as if the city’s birds had decided to applaud or panic. Rowan’s fingers slid on sweat. He gritted his teeth and tried again. Still too high.
Finch flew up with the fork tucked in its claws, landed on the wheel, and jammed the fork between two petals to make a lever. Rowan grabbed the handle and pulled. The latch gave a grudging inch, then two, then spun. The drum loosened. The scream softened to a hiss. The wrong pressure unwound like a held breath finally let go.
Garlik tried to bull through the keepers. Ms. Calder knocked his club aside with a motion Iris admired as much as any gearcraft. Two officers in city livery pushed through the door behind them. The mayor’s seal glittered on their caps. They took Garlik and Vane each by an elbow. Vane opened his mouth, found no words suitable, closed it again around licorice he had forgotten to swallow.
“You planned to make a sale,” one officer said. “You will make an apology.”
“Not to her,” Vane snapped, nodding at Iris as if she were a smudge. “To the city.”
“Start there,” Ms. Calder said. She looked at Iris, at Rowan, at Finch, and the look was a thank-you and a promise together. “You can stop singing now,” she added in a gentler tone. Iris hadn’t realized she still was. Her throat ached like she’d been laughing too long.
She sat on the floor, back against the cool of a cabinet, and let the room un-spin. The gauges settled. The spring behind the glass looked as it had before and yet not—as if it had chosen to keep rising. Iris rubbed her palm over her shirt where the fork had warmed it. The metal imprint would fade. The feeling would not.
When she stood finally, her knees cooperated. Rowan offered her a hand without words. They walked out onto a balcony and let Brassbridge’s evening wash over them: bells from handcarts, the cough of a tug, someone somewhere playing a tune on a glass harmonica. The Dome’s whistle rose on the hour. It did not wobble at all.

    
The Fair of Wind and Whistles
Brassbridge woke to a brightness that seemed to polish every window from inside. The canal mirrored banners without ripples, and cakes of sugar steam wafted from carts wheeled by boys who dressed as clouds. Everyone looked up when the Great Clock sang the morning hour, and a cheer rolled along the water, one bridge to the next, like a line of dominoes falling with joy.
Iris slept late for once. Granny covered her with a quilt that smelled of lavender and metal shavings and let her doze until the sun slid high enough to warm the window latch. When Iris sat up, the room hadn’t moved yet. Finch ticked softly on the curtain rod. The tuning fork lay on the table, wrapped, a note pinned beneath. Hobb’s neat script: Bring your ears to the Dome when you’ve eaten. The spring wants to hear you again.
Granny poured tea and set down a slice of toast soaked with butter. Her eyes were red at the edges, but she smiled the way a person does when even her bones are proud.
“You went where I told you not to go,” she said mildly.
“I did,” Iris said. “I’m sorry.” She meant it. “But it was very nearly a disaster.” She told Granny about the valves and the drum and how the spring had sounded like a person who didn’t want to cry. She cried a little instead of the spring, and then felt better.
Granny did not scold. She leaned her elbows on the table and listened as if the story mattered more than her worry. “Hobb sent you?” she said at last. “He’s old as the hex key set, but his hearing’s still keen. He taught me to listen to irons when your mother was tiny.” She put a hand on Iris’s hair. “You’ll come back here tonight for stew. But go now. It’s your day.”
Outside, a parade chose itself out of the morning. Children wore paper caps shaped as gears. Men and women in keeper’s blue carried rods with spinning vanes that whirred when they walked. A band warmed up by the fountain, clockwork drums tapping along even when the drummer stopped. Rowan bounded beside Iris like a boy who had sprung a coil. He handed her a sugared nut. “I got one for Finch too,” he said, and held up a bent bit of brass with a sugared top. Finch pecked and seemed satisfied with the attention more than the treat.
Ms. Calder met them at the Dome steps, not stiff at all today. She had a new smear of oil on her cheek like a stripe won in a game. “We’ll tune together,” she said. “We’ll keep the fair.” She looked at Iris with a smile that was also a measuring line. “And we’ll talk about apprenticeships later, when the day stops rushing.”
Inside the Dome, the keepers’ walkway rang like a struck bell under feet. The air was warmer here and smelled of candle smoke and wool coats. Watchers fed the pigeons crumbs they had no intention of giving any other day. The pigeons did not forget they were machines. They clicked beaks even around crumbs.
The tuning took half the morning. Iris stood at the console of rods that unrolled like organ pipes and hummed her note. Six keepers adjusted the great vanes that turned with dampers, their hands moving in the same slow grace as dancers’. Hobb sat on a stool by the back wall with a resting smile that made his wrinkles soften. When Iris’s note wobbled with tiredness, someone pressed a cup of honeyed tea into her fingers and held the cup for her while she sipped.
When they had finished, Iris realized she had not seen Mr. Vane at all. Perhaps because he was elsewhere learning how it felt to be told no. She pictured his licorice gone soft. She pictured the violet stamp on Garlik’s glove scraped away by scrubbing. She did not wish either man harm. She wanted them to stop tugging at things that were already holding a great many people together.
Ms. Calder struck the fork and held it up. Iris matched it. The Dome’s vanes matched them both. The hour struck and the sound lifted like bright bread smells up a stair. Iris laughed, a rusty little laugh at first that oiled itself after a moment. Hobb’s eyes shone. He patted his knee; his leg would not let him stand long today.
They went out into air as sweet as someone’s best dessert. The Wind and Whistles Fair had gathered itself like a kite bringing its tail behind it. Stalls sold whistles shaped like birds, horns in coils, flutes with little copper leaves cut into their lengths so they shone like vines. A man in a tall hat blew into a curved pipe and made it produce bubbles shaped like bells. They drifted, prismatic, and when they popped they made tiny, polite pings.
Rowan steered Iris toward a tent stitched with cloud fabric. Inside, children pedaled machines that lifted paper balloons with warm breath from small boilers. Iris tried one, feet on pedals, steam in her face, and her balloon rose easy and bright. A girl beside her laughed, the sound like Finch’s smaller cousin.
“Look,” Rowan said, tugging her sleeve. At the edge of the fair stood a wagon with a sign that read Tinker’s Challenge. On the table lay a dozen puzzles. The prize: a small hand lamp that glowed in moon-cool blues. Iris hesitated, then set Hobb’s puzzle sphere on the table, the one with star holes. “I’ll try this one,” she said.
She hadn’t solved it the night before. She hadn’t even found the order. Now, her hands remembered the conversation the keys had begun. Too long, too short, just right—but only if you turned it while pressing there. She pressed, turned, and the seam unstitched itself like thread tugged from the back. Inside lay a folded strip of tin embossed with stars. She smiled without thinking. “It was planted for me,” she thought, and glanced across the crowd. Hobb lifted his chin the tiniest amount, as if to say, You finished your worry.
She won the lamp. She would share it with Rowan in the evenings when they pretended balconies were ships and masts. Finch sat on Rowan’s cap and glowed with reflected blues.
People talked in knots at the corners of the fair. News travels faster than pigeons when it’s good. Iris heard snips of what the officers had said to Mr. Vane and pieces of how the mayor had told the crowd that the valves would be opened, the Spire’s draw reduced. No one threw rotten apples. Few in Brassbridge liked wasting food even on a villain. And Mr. Vane looked smaller when he didn’t stand at the top of a stair.
Rowan’s uncle found them and clapped Rowan on the back so hard that he staggered and grinned bigger. “You two,” he said, proud in a way that could lift a dock. “I’ll be telling this story when you’re old and pretending you didn’t do fool things.”
Granny Mags arrived with a basket shaped like a question. It held soup, two tin cups, and a loaf. She pressed the basket into Iris’s hands. “Sit. Eat. You can’t hum on an empty stomach. You’ll hum holes in your shoes.” She bent and kissed Iris’s forehead. “You did right.”
Later, a quiet fell over one corner of the fair no one had planned. Iris and Rowan walked there because quietness can be as interesting as noise. A small door stood open to the city archive—a room of maps and rolls and pressed flowers labeled with studious care. A gray-haired mapkeeper sat with her feet on a stool, spectacles low on her nose.
“Can I help you?” she asked. “Or do you already know where things go?”
Iris lifted the folded map. The red crosses had been smudged by damp, the violet stamp smeared from the first time she clutched it too hard. “This needs to be here,” she said.
The mapkeeper chose a drawer that clacked softly when pulled. “We keep all the mistakes,” she said. “Not to repeat them. To remember the shape so we don’t mistake it for something new.” She slid the map in and closed the drawer. The sound was a small, sharp comfort.
Inside the archive, a glass case held a model of the Heart-Spring made of wire and thin twined cane. Children pressed their noses to the glass, leaving fog prints like clouds. Iris and Rowan stood together and watched it breathe.
“Do you think he’ll try again?” Rowan asked.
“Maybe,” Iris said. “But now everyone’s listening. It’s harder to pull wool over ears that are wide awake.” She slipped her hand into her pocket and touched the tuning fork, then put it back. Better on the table at home. Better not to carry the city’s song in your pocket as if you owned it.
They wandered back to the fair and watched a woman carve whistles out of branches as thin as thumbs. She handed each child one and blew a note to teach it how to sound. When Iris’s turn came, she blew a thin note and then a small dip. The whistle answered as if glad to try.
Evening unpacked a kinder air, gray with chalky light reflecting from stone and brass. Lanterns along the bridges woke in their frosted globes, first one and then three and then ten, until the canal had a double row of moons. The Dome’s hour sang and the songs that followed were not official, just people humming along without agreeing on a tune. It sounded like supper.
Iris and Rowan carried their prizes and a half dozen new scratches home along the boards. Granny’s stew tasted of onions and peppers and the longest simmer. Hobb knocked at the door before she had finished a second bowl. Granny waved him in and fetched another spoon, and they ate together as if they’d always sat at the same table at day’s end.
“I have something for you,” Hobb said when the bowls were empty and the spoons resting like boats pulled ashore. He set a small wooden box on the table, not unlike the puzzle one, but with hinges she could see. Inside, nestled in blue cloth, lay a badge of copper in the shape of a gear with a bird perched on it, wings half up. Around the edge, someone had stamped apprentice watcher in neat letters. Below that, in smaller relief, a tiny moth—the shape of the sour-steam compass.
“You’ll have to go to lessons late in the day so as not to miss school,” Hobb added, one eye on Granny. “And you’ll still help at the stall.”
“And you’ll eat proper,” Granny said. She sniffed as if threatening tears, but they did not arrive. She only touched the badge with a finger and smiled at the way it caught lamp light.
“Thank you,” Iris breathed. The badge fit her palm. It was not heavy. Its weight mattered more.
She and Rowan stepped out onto the little balcony after, into air the color of tea with too much milk. Finch hopped between the rail and Iris’s shoulder, fall asleep, wake, fall asleep again. The city under them held its old low song, the one Iris had always loved and would now learn by names and numbers and touch. She did not own it. She knew where to go when it faltered and whom to fetch when she could not reach. She liked that part most of all.
Boats rustled along, little motes of lamps floating on the canal. Somewhere, someone played a mouth organ gracefully. The Heart-Spring breathed behind the sound, not louder than it had yesterday, but steadier, as if it had decided to trust its ribs. Iris leaned forward and hummed once, a tiny thread of sound that didn’t have to carry far.
“You won’t go under the city alone anymore,” Granny said from the doorway, stating it like the time.
“I won’t,” Iris said. Promises can sit beside plans. The new plan would have other people in it by design. That felt easier on her shoulders.
“Tomorrow,” Rowan said, “we’ll take your lamp to the bridge and read the manuals you like to carry as if they’re fairy tales.”
“They are,” Iris said, and laughed, and the laugh ran down to the boards and into the pipes and into the water and up the walls and back into her chest, only quieter, like bedtime.
Finch tucked its head under its wing. The badge warmed with the press of her palm. Iris watched the Dome’s windows wink one by one until the last glowed like an ember. The city exhaled. It would inhale once more. And again. And again.
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